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Abstract 
DAVID GILMOUR BLYTHE'S STREET URCHINS AND AMERICAN NATIVISM 
By Corey S. Piper, M.A. 
A thesis submitted in partial hlfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of 
Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University. 
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2006 
Dr. Eric Garberson, Department of Art History 
David Gilmour Blythe's street urchin paintings created during the 1850s are 
disturbing and often grotesque. The image of childhood that he created was quite 
different from that of his American contemporaries who adapted the romantic notion of 
the child from eighteenth-century English painters. Previous scholars have noted the 
contrast between Blythe's vision of America's street children and the optimistic view 
offered by other American painters but have not offered a sufficient explanation as to 
why they differed so radically. This thesis will examine several of Blythe's urchin 
scenes, as well as his poetry and writings to reveal the clear presence of anti-immigrant 
sentiment in his painting. Such an analysis will posit Blythe's political beliefs about 
immigration as a plausible explanation for his peculiar view of the children who 
occupied Pittsburgh's streets. 
Introduction 
During the middle decades of the nineteenth century, the population of 
America's cities began to swell. Fueled by immigration and industrialization, the 
demographics of the once largely rural republic shifted drastically. Burgeoning industrial 
centers were ill equipped to deal with the massive influxes of population and the 
volatility of the still developing industrial economy. Consequently, many newly arrived 
immigrants did not find prosperity but rather scarce employment, slums and crime. Such 
was the situation when David Gilmour Blythe settled in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, in 
1856. Blythe had made a name for himself as a portrait painter in the surrounding areas, 
but upon his arrival in the city he established himself as a genre painter, beginning a 
period in his career during which he became preoccupied with painting the young street 
children who gathered throughout the city's back-alleys. Blythe completed more than 20 
of these paintings over the course of at least five years. 
Street urchins were a popular subject among the growing ranks of American 
genre painters in the mid-nineteenth century. At the beginning of the century, artists such 
as William Sidney Mount popularized genre scenes set in the frontier or countryside. By 
mid-century though, as genre painting became much more fashionable among the 
growing merchant and middle class, urban scenes became the norm. Blythe's 
contemporaries drew upon a well established tradition of painting beggar children, boot 


















































































